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The President’s Page
The traditional start of the academic year
each fall is the Convocation ceremony.
It feels good to hang on to traditions
right about now! The messages that were
surrounding much of the preparations and
the start of this year hung heavy in the air,
and so I decided to share a message that
transcended the low visibility. We all needed
to take an expansive view of the year ahead
of us, a look at the opportunities we had,
instead of ones we didn’t. I talked about joy.
The promise of a new school year is
always pregnant with excitement, purpose
and potential. Our community has banded
together in a way that is nothing short of
remarkable to keep true to our mission of
opening minds and opportunities for those
eager to learn. We are doing all of this
under trying circumstances and against
hurdles we can’t see until they’re in the
road before us.
As I shared with the community during
the opening of the year: “Remember every
challenge brings opportunities, and this
one is no different. We now have new
opportunities in the way we work; the
way we meet; and the way we learn. We
have thrown off constraints we have had
in these areas, and we are free — free to
innovate, free to create, free to lead through
unchartered territory.”
Students and faculty have partnered
in creativity and resilience to produce an
experience unlike years before. They are
bonded in the journey to excel when an
unseen virus is lurking with its attempt
to disrupt. We widen the circle and
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acknowledge the staff and the families
who play key roles in the success of
our students.
I am filled with joy and gratitude as we
make our way through this Fall semester
and prepare for the next. Joy at seeing
what has been possible in the learning
environment and gratitude for those in our
community who are making it all possible.
You will see much of the good work and the
brightness of the human spirit in the pages
of this issue of Grand Valley Magazine.
I will end this message as I ended my
Convocation speech with a quotation from
Roy T. Bennett’s “Light of the Heart.”
Don’t just learn, experience.
Don’t just read, absorb.
Don’t just change, transform.
Don’t just criticize, encourage.
Thank you for your encouragement and
for the role you play in the well-being of
our community.

Philomena V. Mantella
President, Grand Valley State University
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LAKER COMMUNITY
ADAPTS TO FALL
SEMESTER WITH SAFETY
AT FOREFRONT
University leaders monitored the
four Ts — tracking, technology, testing
and tracing — as students moved back
to campus and the fall semester
started amid challenges brought
by the COVID-19 pandemic.
President Philomena V. Mantella
expressed gratitude for the leadership
of the Virus Action Team and others
for decisions that led to a smooth start
to the semester and for constantly
monitoring local and regional
conditions, in tandem with county
health officers, state officials and
Spectrum Health.
Campus density is half of a
typical semester as 90 percent of the
university’s classes are being offered
fully online or via hybrid, fewer students
are living on campus and many faculty
and staff members continue working
remotely.
To minimize student travel, classes
that can be delivered remotely will
begin after Thanksgiving break and
final exams will be given remotely
in December. The winter semester
will begin January 19 and end May 1,
without a spring break.
“We have listened carefully to our
community and although there is
no guaranteed way to approach the
challenges we face, we have and will
continue to adjust our operations as
necessary,” Mantella said.

Wearing a face shield,
Maylee Bowers does a
crutch fitting during an
athletic training lab on
the first day of classes
for the fall semester.
(Kendra Stanley-Mills)
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Eyebrow smiles,
socially distant
start to classes

Random testing
Grand Valley launched a COVID-19
random testing program during the week
of August 23, beginning with residential
students at the Allendale and Pew Grand
Rapids campuses.
Jean Nagelkerk, vice provost for health,
said the university coordinated testing
on campus with Spectrum Health. At the
beginning of the semester, there were
390 positive cases of COVID-19 within the
campus community. Nagelkerk said the
early numbers of positive cases were not
surprising.
“We are testing thousands on campus
and we expect positive cases,” Nagelkerk
said. “We took appropriate action, having
students isolate if they have tested
positive or quarantine if they have been
exposed to someone who tested positive.
This will protect our university community
and the broader communities in which
students live.”
The cost for random testing is covered
by the university. The university’s
dashboard of self-assessment data,

New tool for tracing
The university has a new digital tool to help
track COVID-19 and help prevent its spread.
Its use is entirely voluntary yet strongly
encouraged.
NOVID uses a smartphone’s Bluetooth
and ultrasound sensors to accurately and
anonymously measure how far away other
NOVID users are and how long users have
interacted. Once a user reports a positive
case, using the app with a token generated
by the university, notifications are sent to
their NOVID network, without displaying
any personally identifying information.
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test data and local health
information is continually
updated.
Throughout the fall
semester, the university will
test a randomly selected
sample of about 1,500
students, faculty and staff
members weekly. The number
of positive cases associated
with Grand Valley early in the
semester raised questions in
the media.
Greg Sanial, vice
president for Finance and
Administration and interim
director of the Virus Action
Team, said the decision to
report all verified positive
cases associated with the
university will provide the
most complete picture
possible for the campus
community and to offer care
and support for all students,
faculty and staff regardless
if they’re fully online or
on campus.

NOVID is private, anonymous
and underwent an Independent
Privacy review by Georgia Tech
and the GVSU IT team. The tool
is being used at universities
around the country.
To join the GVSU community
on NOVID, download the app at
www.novid.org or in the
app store and under “Settings”
enter “GVSU” as the community.

Nina Romzek, a junior
studying human resource
management, moves her
face mask down to swab
her nose. Romzek was
randomly selected to take
a COVID-19 test. (Kendra
Stanley-Mills)

The university’s
dashboard of selfassessment data,
test data and local
health information is
continually updated.
gvsu.edu/
lakerstogether/
data-dashboard-37.htm

Whether teaching courses
in-person or remotely,
Grand Valley faculty
members said it felt good to
connect with students and
reported a good start to
the semester.
Roger Gilles, director of
the Meijer Honors College
and professor of writing,
said students in his classes
seemed glad to return to
normal activities.
“Everyone is adjusting
to the face coverings and
social distancing,” Gilles
said. “We’re learning how
to project our voices and
use our eyes and eyebrows
to smile and frown. Overall,
I’d say that it felt a little
less strange than I’d
anticipated.”
John Kilbourne, professor
of movement science,
taught his class under a
tent near the Kindschi Hall
of Science through October.
He began lobbying for
outdoor classroom space
in the spring, saying he has
long been a proponent of
“re-imagined classrooms.”
Kilbourne said students
in his classes enjoyed being
outside although he did
field a few emails one day
when rain was predicted.
“I replied, ‘There’s no such
thing as bad weather,
just bad clothing,’” he
said, noting it did not
rain that day.
On the Health Campus,
many class lectures are
delivered remotely while
labs and clinical-based
courses meet face-to-face.
The Simulation Lab in the
Cook-DeVos Center for
Health Sciences has been
modified for limited capacity
and its users practice
specific safety measures.
Andrew Booth, associate
professor of physician
assistant studies, said
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providing simulated clinical
environments allows
students to hone their
clinical skills.
“Simulation has been a
teaching modality in our
program for over a decade
and is still a very effective
way to provide hands-on
education while maintaining
COVID-19 precautions,”
Booth said.
Eliza MacDonald is an
affiliate faculty member and
admissions coordinator for
athletic training. MacDonald
has been teaching remote
classes for five years
and said she continually
incorporates new tools to
gain a personal feel within
an online format. FlipGrid
promotes community,
MacDonald said, and
Edpuzzle shows videos and
gathers student feedback.

Felix Ngassa,
professor of
chemistry, teaches
an organic chemistry
class September 1.
It’s a hybrid class,
half of the students
meet in class
and half remotely.
(Amanda Pitts)
Students listen
to John Kilbourne,
professor of
movement science,
as they sit in class
under a tent near
Kindschi Hall of
Science. (Valerie
Wojciechowski)

See more photos from the
first week of classes online
at gvsu.edu/gvmagazine.
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COVID-19 disrupts
Laker couple
teaching in China
STORY BY DOTTIE BARNES

Mark Washburn admits he wore the same
five shirts for more than five months —
washing and rotating them, of course. His
wife, Rachael, kept switching between two
pairs of shoes.
That's because most of their belongings
— clothes, computers, cameras — are still
in their apartment in Xinzheng, China,
about 300 miles north of Wuhan.
The Washburns moved to China in
August 2019 to begin their jobs as English
instructors at Sias University. They came
back to West Michigan in March, after
a last-minute, unplanned plane ride to
escape the effects of COVID-19.
They put off buying new clothes,
believing they would be able to return to
China after a few months.
Mark and Rachael both graduated from
Grand Valley in 2016; they met at Cru, a
student campus ministry. They got married
in 2017 and after a year of marriage, they
began planning to teach internationally.
"The first year of our marriage was
pretty average," Rachael said, laughingly.
"We were enjoying life and each other,
but life isn't meant to be comfortable. We
wanted to find a bigger purpose."
Rachael said she was drawn to Mark
because he is adventuresome; it didn't take
long for that side of him to show.

"I just started throwing out
ideas, like moving to a different
city or country. Each time,
Rachael would say she didn't
want to go there," said Mark.
"And, then I told her about a
conversation I had with a friend
about teaching in China, and I
was shocked when she said she
was open to the idea."
The Washburns researched
a few universities and had
originally picked a school
in Wuhan.
"We were preparing to
teach in Wuhan when we
were directed to consider Sias
University in Xinzheng," said
Mark. "Looking back now, that
was a blessing."
It didn't take long for the
couple to apply, interview
and receive job offers from
the university. They applied
for visas and finished their
jobs: Mark was working in
marketing communications for
a manufacturing company and
Rachael was working in human
resources at a local hospital.
"Everything just fell into
place," said Rachael. "We
were able to spend some time
with family in Michigan
before leaving."
The Washburns arrived
in Xinzheng two days before
classes started. They both
taught similar classes so they
could work on lesson plans
together. They each taught
about 270 students every week.
"Our students had been
learning English their whole
lives, but they were learning
English from native Chinese
speakers who learned English
from native Chinese speakers,"
Mark explained. "So we were the
first native English speaking
teachers they had. There was a
big learning curve."
Mark and Rachael were
enjoying getting to know their
students, the Chinese culture
and their small city of about
600,000 in the Henan Province.

Mark and Rachael Washburn were
teaching in Xinzheng, China, when
the effects of COVID-19 forced them
to return to the U.S. (Amanda Pitts)
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"Our city has developed a lot
over the last two decades. Just
20 years ago, they were still using
horse and carriage to transport
things down the road," said
Rachael.
The couple described their city
as always bustling, with people
everywhere. And, like the locals,
they would travel to Zhengzhou, a
nearby city of 10 million, to go to
the mall, Starbucks or McDonalds.
After five months, it was January
and time to celebrate the Chinese
new year. School would be off for
six weeks so the Washburns took
the opportunity to travel and see
family in Australia and connect
with fellow Lakers in Thailand.
At the time of their arrival in
Australia, terrible wildfires were
being battled and there were
news reports about a respiratory
outbreak in Wuhan.
"We started to hear more and
more about something going on
in Wuhan, something about the
spread of a virus," said Rachael.
The couple then traveled to
Thailand, and after two weeks
there, they wondered if they should
take their February 3 flight back to
China.
"By then we knew the virus was
serious and we were getting calls
from family asking if we were
OK," said Mark. "At that point, we
thought we could ride it out in
Bangkok and then return to China."
Through friends, the Washburns
were able to stay at an apartment
in Bangkok and work remotely to
continue teaching their students
back in China. They made new
friends, including a couple who
were fellow English teachers. Mark
and Rachael ended up helping
them teach their Thai students.
"We were able to spend a lot of
time with our new friends
and students, getting to know the
Thai culture and eating
Thai food," said Mark. "We went to
the same Thai coffee shop every
morning."
Rachael said, "We went from
not knowing anybody in Bangkok
or knowing what we were doing, to
having this wonderful community."
As time went on, the news
about the spread of COVID-19
only worsened. With their visas
for Thailand about to expire and
no sign of the virus getting under
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Call Center
volunteers
provide
compassion,
resources
Mark and Rachael Washburn
at the Yellow River Cultural Park.
(courtesy photo)

control, it was time to make a
big decision.
"It was March 21, and we knew
it wasn't safe to return to China.
The people who were helping
us in Thailand said if we didn't
leave for the U.S. right away, we
might not be able to get back,"
said Rachael.
Mark said they realized
things were not going to go
the way they had hoped. "In a
matter of hours, we booked our
flights, packed and cleaned the
apartment. I was feeling a little
sick because I was realizing this
was the end of this journey," he
said.
The couple flew from
Thailand to Japan to New York
to Detroit, and then quarantined
in a family cabin for 14 days.
They said the seclusion was just
what they needed to process
and decompress the dramatic
changes that came so quickly.
For the next three months,
they continued to teach their
classes virtually until the
semester ended in late June.
Realizing they wouldn't get back
to their home in China any time
soon, Mark and Rachael began
transitioning back to life in the
U.S.
They purchased new clothes
and found new jobs, and
hope to have some of their
belongings shipped to West
Michigan.
"Some of our students keep
in touch and ask us when we are
coming back," said Mark. "That's
uncertain. We're still figuring
out what the future holds, what
the next adventure looks like, as
we seek a bigger purpose."

More than 35 volunteer faculty
and staff members have
listened empathetically and
offered resources to hundreds
of students, parents and
supporters who have called the
GVSU COVID-19 Call Center.
Jesse Bernal, vice president
for Inclusion and Equity
and executive associate for
presidential initiatives, said
more than 1,300 calls were
answered in three weeks after
the call center opened.
Establishing the call center is
an extension of the university's
partnership with Spectrum
Health, Bernal said. Health care
professionals staff a 24-hour
call center specifically for
Grand Valley community
members with health-related
Marion Mathisen, office
assistant for Institutional
Marketing, talks on
the phone as a GVSU
COVID-19 Call Center
volunteer. (Kendra
Stanley-Mills)

questions; Spectrum Health
leaders had asked for assistance
with non-health calls.
President Philomena V.
Mantella extended appreciation
to volunteers during a check-in
meeting September 17.
"This call center has made
a huge difference amid the
university's responses to the
pandemic," Mantella said.
"These volunteers are our best
ambassadors who can work
with callers who are reaching
out for navigational support in
unpredictable times. It can be
a difficult task and I am grateful
to you all."
Marion Mathisen, office
assistant for Institutional
Marketing, said she felt it was
important to volunteer to aid the
greater community during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
"I cannot imagine experiencing
college, especially as a firstyear student, under these
circumstances," Mathisen said.
"Even if the call center staffer on
duty can’t provide a quick answer,
the conversations we have allow
us to show care, concern and
compassion for what they are
going through."
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Innovation Fund grant
designed to turn
computing program
into talent pipeline
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Area
business leaders
said program
matches company
core value
STORY BY NATE HOEKSTRA /
ILLUSTRATION BY STEPHANIE AIKENS

Grand Valley computer science
students will have increased
access to a growing program
intended to give students realworld experiences, thanks to
the university’s first Innovation
Fund grant.
The grant was awarded to
Jonathan Engelsma, director
of the university’s Applied
Computing Institute (ACI),
to grow enrollment and
participation in computing
programs by hiring graduate
and undergraduate students
for projects with companies
that need real-world computing
problems solved.
The grant is the first
distributed from the Innovation
Fund, a program piloted
by President Philomena V.
Mantella (see sidebar). The
increased funding will allow for
as many as five undergraduate
students to participate in new
residencies, and as many as
10 graduate assistantships,
depending on support from
sponsoring companies.
“What we wanted to do was
broaden the scope of the ACI
and increase levels of industry
collaboration in the computing
area,” Engelsma said. “Right
now our students already get
a good experience with their
senior projects as they complete
software deliverables for a
real client.
“The grant allows us to get
select students into longer-term
placements with companies not

only to work on computing needs, but
for the company to learn about the student
and vice-versa.”
Engelsma said the arrangement and
inclusion of both undergraduate and
graduate students makes the expansion of
the program a real talent pipeline for local
companies that partner with ACI.
“This grant will serve as seed money to
get ACI into what I call a ‘virtuous circle,’ in
which companies can utilize the expertise
of our faculty and students,” Engelsma said.
“There’s tremendous value in having these
kinds of experiences as a student when
you still have a faculty expert working with
you, helping you through challenges. It’s
a wonderful way for computing students
to apply what they are learning in the
classroom and take it one step further.”
Engelsma said ACI has worked in
partnership with dozens of local companies
on projects including app development,
website design and implementation,
software solutions, data science and
visualization, machine learning and more.
Companies who partner with ACI also
see benefits.
Michigan Labs, a software and app
development company co-founded by
Grand Valley alumnus Josh Hulst, has
partnered with Engelsma and ACI for several
years. Hulst said he views the opportunity a
significant win for his company.
“At Michigan Labs, we focus on software
for clients, and having talent at all levels
is an important part of delivering those
solutions,” Hulst said. “This partnership
with ACI is really a great talent pipeline
for us. Many of our current employees are
GVSU grads, and we really value the new
solutions and ideas they bring to the table
through this program.”
Hulst said the program matches
a Michigan Labs core value, which is
employee growth and development.
Employees work with a coach to grow skills
and develop in their career.
“The coaching environment allows
students to learn and grow and practice
new things, and it helps us look at things in
a new light,” Hulst said.
“Grand Valley is a huge piece of who we
are, and it’s been critical to be so close,
both geographically and culturally, because
this pipeline and these students allow us
to deliver results that make a difference
in people’s lives. A lot of my team comes

from GVSU, and we
really value the
ongoing relationship.”
Engelsma said the
growth of ACI will turn
the partnerships with
many other companies
into talent pipelines, and
allow students a “test
run” of a company as
they field multiple job
offers after graduation.
“Companies are
interested in this model
because computing
disciplines are in high
demand right now,”
Engelsma said.

Innovation Fund
pivots to COVID-19
Since this first grant award,
President Philomena V.
Mantella has shifted the
Innovation Fund to address
high-impact COVID-19 issues,
in addition to supporting one
of the Presidential Priorities.
Future proposals could
address learning loss and
social inequity among K-12
schools, high-engagement
online learning, or new forms of
integrated work and learning.
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GVSU provides
specia lized
r e s o u r c e s f o r K-1 2
online lea rning

A paradigm shift for
the teaching profession
STORY BY DOTTIE BARNES

The COVID-19 pandemic has created the
largest disruption of education systems in
history, according to a recent United Nations
policy brief on education.
The abrupt switch to remote learning caused
by the pandemic has been challenging for
educators across the country and the state.
At the same time, it has provided an
extraordinary opportunity for Grand Valley
experts to offer a variety of materials to
support K-12 students and teachers
across the globe.
Charter Schools Off ice
and College of Education
Collaboration
Faculty and staff members in Grand Valley’s Charter
Schools Office and College of Education developed free
educational resources and webinars for K-12 teachers
transitioning to virtual instruction.
Rob Kimball, associate vice president for Charter
Schools, said it has been an opportunity for educators
to rethink the practice of teaching and work together to
solve problems.
“We have teachers who have taught in-person for
20-plus years. These veteran teachers are experiencing
a paradigm shift in their practice,” said Kimball. “GVSU
continues to be at the leading edge of innovation in
teaching and learning and supporting educators’
work. This is an opportunity to reevaluate the practice
and the skills needed to ensure that all students are
successful in virtual environments.”
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Kimball said since
the pandemic began,
48 webinars and three
virtual conferences
have been held for K-12
educators with more than
4,100 registrants overall.
Webinars averaged 130
participants, with more
than 325 educators
participating in the
largest training session.
Kimball said while the
majority of educators
attending the webinars
are from GVSUauthorized charter public
schools, hundreds have
attended from other
charter public schools,
traditional public schools,
non-public schools,
preschools and day
care facilities.
“We’ve also had
out-of-state educators
from Indianapolis,
Baltimore, Denver and
New York, even Africa,”
Kimball said.
Elizabeth Stolle,
professor of Literacy
Studies in the College of
Education, helped design
webinars focused on the
essentials of literacy
instruction.
Stolle said literacy
instruction is very
complex in the classroom
and the webinars helped

teachers get a vision for
what was possible when
teaching remotely.
“There is no
straightforward way to
teach reading, writing,
listening and speaking.
Literacy instruction
is a complex task that
is challenging in the
classroom,” said Stolle.
“Just thinking about
how to deliver literacy
instruction and meet the
needs of students without
being present with them
was a large hurdle to
get over.”
Stolle said some
webinar topics were
based on feedback they
received from teachers,
like one on writing.
“We discussed how
to motivate students
to write when they’re
in their homes by
themselves and how to
help them have authentic
audiences with which to
share their writing,”
she said.
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Teachers felt
empowered to be able
to share what they were
doing in their classrooms,
what they were finding
successful and where they
were finding challenges,
Stolle said.
“We received helpful
feedback from teachers as
they appreciated seeing
other teachers trying
out new things, being
vulnerable and opening
up their space to share
what they were doing with
students,” she said.
During the webinars,
Stolle said a theme started
to emerge with teachers
realizing the work they
were doing would enhance
many opportunities
throughout the fall.

Regiona l Math
and Science
Center
Grand Valley’s Regional
Math and Science Center
(RMSC) created online
educational activities and
games to help students
with learning concepts and
knowledge, and connected
K-12 teachers to virtual
professional development.
Kris Pachla, RMSC
director, said his team
developed a website with
STEM-related materials
and tips to optimize the
home learning experience.
Pachla said eight hours in a
classroom is received much
differently by students than
eight hours in front of a
home computer.
“We specifically
designed our virtual
learning experiences to be
done in small blocks of time
so students and teachers
can take small breaks,” said
Pachla. “K-12 students who
continued remote learning
this fall were well-versed

in what this experience
looks like.”
Pachla said favorite
web activities for students
included math games
developed by Grand
Valley mathematics and
mathematics education
students and faculty
members. He said themes
created during the week,
like Tech Tuesdays and
Wellness Wednesdays,
were very popular.
“By offering activities
and learning that can
be accessed anywhere,
students and teachers
from outside the normal
RMSC service area were
able to participate,” he
said.
Within RSMC, the
MiSTEM Network
gathered resources
for both teachers and
families which can still be
accessed online.
“The social emotional
health of students is
especially important
right now,” said Pachla.
“This situation is unlike
anything we’ve ever
experienced in the way
teachers are connecting
with their students and
how students are engaging
with each other.”

A New
Learning
Landscape
The impact of COVID-19
on education has
brought out the best in
teachers and created an
opportunity for them to
collaborate and innovate,
Kimball said.
“We understand that
this moment is about
building everyone’s
expertise, providing
virtual learning and
understanding the needs
of students,” he said. “This

aligns with Grand Valley’s
values to innovate and serve
our community with the
standard of excellence.”
Pachla said teachers
have built a deeper level of
expertise while navigating
the new learning landscape.
“Pushing through
the challenges of taking
something that is highly
successful face-to-face and
designing it for a successful
virtual experience will
serve students long after the
pandemic is over,” he said.

K-1 2 L ea r ning R es o urces :
Charter Schools

gvsu.edu /c so/webinars-1 16 .htm
Regional Math and Science Center

gvsu.edu /rmsc
gvsu.edu /mistem
Free tutoring for any K-12
student in Michigan

gvsu.edu / k 12connec t
Educational webinars and
other resources from
G rand Valley’s Battle Creek
Regional Outreach Center

gvsu.edu / bat tlecreek /
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At 34, Cameron Zbikowski
is a full-time student,
president of the Student
Veterans of America
chapter on campus and
a substitute teacher for
Grandville Public Schools.
SUMMER 2020

10/27/20 1:23 PM

STEPS TO
A MILITARY
FRIENDLY
CAMPUS MEANS
BUILDING
BRIDGES
WITH
STUDENT
VETERANS
STORY BY MICHELE COFFILL / PHOTO BY VALERIE WOJCIECHOWSKI

When Cameron Zbikowski told his mother
he was enlisting in the Navy after one year
at Grand Rapids Community College, she
was not pleased.
Zbikowski served eight years in the Navy,
including a tour in Iraq. Traveling around
the U.S. and world didn’t stop for Zbikowski
when he enrolled at Grand Valley. He
secured a Benjamin Gilman International
Scholarship that helped fund a study
abroad program in Australia, where he
stayed for two years.
He’s now 34 and set to graduate in
December as a double major in human
resource management and international
business, with a minor in Spanish. A fulltime student, Zbikowski is the president of
the Student Veterans of America chapter on
campus and also a substitute teacher for
Grandville Public Schools.
And Mrs. Zbikowski has changed her
tune. “My mom was not happy with my

decision to enlist in the Navy at first; she
couldn’t be happier with me now,” he said.
Zbikowski is one of nearly 400 student
veterans on campus. It’s a small segment
of the student population, but one that has
received increased attention over the years
from university leaders. To better serve
student veterans, President Philomena V.
Mantella created a new position in 2019,
and Jill Wolfe, a GVSU graduate, joined the
university as its first military and veteran
resource manager in July.
Also a veteran, Wolfe’s path to the
military started much the same way
Zbikowski’s did.
“After my first semester at Grand Valley,
I went home and for whatever reason my
parents told me I needed to get a job the
next semester,” Wolfe said. “After a sort of
contentious conversation, they left for the
evening, the phone rang and it was an
Army recruiter.”

Despite a rather serendipitous
introduction, Wolfe said she did feel a
calling to serve, “to do something bigger.”
After three years in the Army, including a
stint in Korea, Wolfe reenrolled in Grand
Valley in the late 1990s.

TRANSITIONING TO CAMPUS
It’s the adjustment to campus that is
bothersome to some student veterans:
having to figure out financial aid using the
GI Bill and military benefits, and hoping
a joint service transcript will decrease the
number of credits required to graduate.
Wolfe said going from the extremely
controlled lifestyle of a service member to
that of a nontraditional college student is
difficult for some people.
“Personal responsibility is a doubleedge sword. In the military, people have
the highest level of personal responsibility,
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JILL WOLFE
is the first
military and
veteran resource
manager on
campus. Wolfe
is pictured in
Korea in the
1990s receiving
a promotion to
army specialist.

Other resources for
student veterans:

MICHIGAN VETERAN
ENTREPRENEUR-LAB
Based in the Richard M.
and Helen DeVos Center
for Entrepreneurship &
Innovation in the Seidman
College of Business, the
program is in partnership
with the Veterans Network
and is designed to give
veteran entrepreneurs the
know-how, resources and
network to start or grow a
company in the region.
GVSU VETERANS
ALUMNI CHAPTER
Connects Laker veterans
and provides professional
networking and social
opportunities.
MILITARY POLICE BASIC
TRAINING PROGRAM
gvsu.edu/cj/policeacademy
Was created for military
police veterans interested
in transitioning to
civilian policing.
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and everything is controlled on base: who
you shop with, what you wear, what time
you need to be somewhere,” she said.
“Sometimes, it’s disconcerting to leave,
and many people end up going back into
the service.”
Zbikowski agreed and added,
generally, veterans are not comfortable
asking for help.
“There are so many resources available
on campus, and we are nontraditional
students trying to do a traditional academic
year, and it seems that some people expect
you to know how things work on campus,”
he said.
For those reasons, a Veterans Network
was established on campus in 2009 as
troops were pulled from Afghanistan
and the Post 9/11 GI Bill, used to help
fund job training or college expenses,
went into effect.
Steven Lipnicki, assistant dean of
students, took steps to create the network
11 years ago to support students as they
enrolled or reenrolled at the university.
Representatives from Financial Aid,
Registrar’s Office and student service
offices continue to meet regularly to discuss
best avenues to support student veterans,
active service members and dependents as
they transition to campus.
More than five years ago, militaryconnected students formed a campus
chapter of Student Veterans of America
(SVA) to offer peer support, provide
social events and community service
opportunities.
Wolfe hopes more student veterans are
active on campus and said it’s among her
goals as she settles into a new role.
“We have the Veterans Network and
they are people who are incredibly
compassionate about working with student
veterans. The network serves as our
foundation,” Wolfe said. “Being involved in
groups like SVA and other extracurricular
activities helps student veterans become
more well-rounded students.

“As we know, networking helps build
relationships and skills for future use.”
Retention and graduation rates are also
high on Wolfe’s list. The number of student
veterans on campus in fall 2019 was down
12 percent from the previous year, although
the number of students who self-identified
as a dependent or survivor of a veteran grew
more than 50 percent to 367. Listing veteran
status when registering at Grand Valley is
voluntary, so numbers may not indicate all
military-connected students.

VETERANS UPWARD BOUND
In 2017, Grand Valley obtained federal
grant funding to establish a TRIO Veterans
Upward Bound program, which provides
free academic support services to lowincome veterans from Kent, Ottawa,
Muskegon and Allegan counties who want
to complete degree programs at any college
or university.
Stephanie Madison served in the Army
for 20 years and joined VUB last September
with a goal of earning a bachelor’s degree
in criminal justice. Once in the program,
VUB advisors helped Madison obtain past
college transcripts, apply to GVSU and
navigate financial aid. She took a math
assessment test to figure which courses
to take, and met with a tutor.
“Lord willing,” Madison said she will
graduate in May.
“I chose VUB because I knew that they
would do whatever was in their power to
assist me with returning back to college,”
she said.

WHAT ‘MILITARY FRIENDLY’
REALLY MEANS
Last year, Grand Valley was again named as
a gold level “military friendly” university by
the Michigan Veterans Affairs Agency. It’s
the fifth year the university has achieved
that status. Criteria include having a
number of resources on campus that
support the needs of student veterans,
dependents and survivors.
Wolfe said military friendly means going
beyond offering resources to “building
bridges with veterans” to employers,
students, faculty members and community
members.
“Veterans often feel like they’re behind
the eight ball when it comes to school, that
they just want to get their degree and get
out. A liberal education is about so much
more than that,” she said. “Anything we
can do while they’re at Grand Valley to help
them learn more about their place in the
world, and translate their strengths and
skills into careers that have meaning and
purpose is good for society.”

FALL 2020
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CAMPUS
NEWS
Six feet apart
and up
International students and
Padnos International Center
volunteers fly kites as a socially
distant orientation activity. Of
the 250 international students
enrolled for the fall semester,
34 remained in their home
countries and started classes
remotely because the COVID-19
pandemic closed embassies
in some countries and delayed
issuance of student visas.
(Amanda Pitts)
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Laker Line opens,
offers faster
rides between
campuses
Nearly 80 people gathered on Grand Valley’s
Pew Grand Rapids Campus August 24 to
celebrate the opening of the new Laker Line.
A ceremony was held at the Pew Station
on Fulton Street to mark the official launch
of the Laker Line and to celebrate the 20th
anniversary of the formalized partnership
between Grand Valley and The Rapid.
The new service, which replaces Route 50,
connects the Allendale Campus to downtown
Grand Rapids, with 20 stops along the way,
including the Pew Grand Rapids Campus and
the Health Campus on the Medical Mile.
The Laker Line includes
articulated 60-foot-long buses
The Laker Line features
with dual boarding and wider
articulated 60-footdoors for quicker boarding
long buses with dual
and will hold 50 percent more
boarding and wider
doors for quicker
riders. Bus stations include
boarding and will
seats, shelters snowmelt and
hold 50 percent more
raised platforms so riders don’t
riders. The new line
have to step up to get on the bus.
launched in August
Enhancements also include
and helped to mark the
traffic signal priority technology
20th anniversary of the
that will allow buses to flow
partnership between
through traffic more efficiently.
Grand Valley and The
U.S. Rep. Bill Huizenga,
Rapid. (Amanda Pitts)
R-Zeeland, thanked Grand Valley
and other partners for continuing
over the seven years of this project to tell the
story of why the Laker Line makes sense for
West Michigan.
“This benefits Grand Valley students and the
community, but also our future,” said Huizenga.
“This is an investment in our community
because we know students graduate and choose
to make their lives here.”
A federal grant paid for nearly 80 percent
of the $71 million project. The remaining 20
percent was covered by a local match and the
Michigan Department of Transportation.
Grand Valley will pay for operation of the
Laker Line as a part of its existing 10-year
contract with The Rapid.
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Convocation speakers
bring messages of resilience
to new semester
President Philomena
V. Mantella and other
university leaders
welcomed new students
to campus during a livestreamed Convocation
address August 28.
The speakers
acknowledged students’
President Philomena V. Mantella
resiliency for sticking
speaks during Convocation, which was
to their goals of attending
live-streamed without an in-person
college during the challenges
audience August 28. The screen behind
COVID-19 brings.
her shows a quote from Apple CEO Tim
Even though it’s a start to
Cook: “Let the joy be in your journey, not
an academic year unlike any
in some distant goal.” (Amanda Pitts)
other, Mantella encouraged
students to find joy in their journeys.
“Opening up an academic year, no matter what the challenges and
changes we face together, can be enriched by a joyful heart and the
recognition that our time is finite and our opportunities are limited
or limitless depending on our perspective to see possibilities or
constraints,” Mantella said.
Sticking to goals, while being adaptable, will help students
throughout their college years, Mantella said, while adding the journey
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First-timers on campus
Among faculty and staff
members who are new
to Grand Valley in the fall
semester are four people
profiled on this page.
Kyle Boone, Jennifer Drake
and B. Donta Truss moved into
established roles while Miloš
Topić assumes the new role of
chief digital officer. All are new
to Michigan and said they have
enjoyed a warm welcome to
campus. In this most unusual
start to the fall semester, each
person was asked what they
look forward to most while at
Grand Valley.
Truss is vice president for
Enrollment Development,
a position vacated by Lynn
“Chick” Blue, who retired
after serving the university in
various roles for 52 years.
Most recently, Truss was
senior vice president for
Enrollment Management,
Students Affairs and Student
Success at Shippensburg
University in Pennsylvania.

He earned three degrees from
Alabama State University:
a doctorate in educational
leadership, policy and law; a
master’s degree in counseling;
and a bachelor’s degree in
criminal justice.
“I am looking forward to
building strong relationships
and gaining the community’s
trust to continue the great work
in Enrollment Development,”
Truss said.
As chief digital officer, Topić
has oversight of the university’s
information technology
portfolio, which includes IT,
academic and administrative
computing, telephone and
data services, management of
computer labs, the platforms for
remote and electronic learning
and other related services.
He had served as vice
president and chief information
officer at St. Peter’s University
in Jersey City, New Jersey.
Topić earned a bachelor’s
degree in computer science

to those goals should provide joy. At one point, the
screens in the Lubbers Student Services Center
showed a quote by Apple CEO Tim Cook: “Let the
joy be in your journey, not in some distant goal.”
Felix Ngassa, professor of chemistry and chair
of University Academic Senate, also spoke of
resilience and said the COVID-19 pandemic has
brought with it many lessons, including being able
to roll with the punches. Ngassa also addressed
other global issues.
“In addition to the challenges from COVID-19
this year, we have to deal with other societal
challenges such as racism, social justice and
climate change,” he said. “Although this will be a
challenging year, challenges could be opportunities.
I urge you to see uncertainty and adversity as
opportunities to re-evaluate your life’s journey and
your role in our society.”
Maria Cimitile, provost and executive vice
president for Academic and Student Affairs, said
a Grand Valley degree provides a firm foundation
for students and graduates to address societal and
pandemic challenges as the university’s academic
disciplines are grounded in liberal education.

and an M.B.A. from Montclair
State University, and a master’s
degree in information systems
and a doctorate in business
administration from Stevens
Institute of Technology.
“I most look forward to
being a contributing member
of this amazing community and
collaborating with students,
faculty, staff, alumni and
the greater community to
help elevate this remarkable
university to even greater
heights,” he said.
Drake is the second dean of
the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences, taking the role after
founding dean Fred Antczak
returned to teaching after 16
years at the helm of the college.
She was provost and vice
president for Student and
Academic Life at Evergreen
State College in Olympia,
Wash. Drake earned a doctorate
in English from the State
University of New York at
Binghamton.
“I most look forward to
building relationships within
CLAS, across campus, and
in the community in order to
steward the great work that
happens here with students,”
Drake said. “Despite an unusual
launch, I have already had
many engaging and welcoming
conversations.”
Boone is the director of
Housing and Residence Life.
He moved to Michigan from
Georgia Gwinnett College
in Atlanta, where he was the
director of Student Housing
and Residential Education.
Andy Beachnau, associate vice
provost for Student Affairs,
had served as Grand Valley’s
director of Housing and
Residence Life since 1994.
Boone earned a bachelor’s
degree in communication from
the University of Louisville, a
master’s degree in education
administration and leadership
from the University of the

B. Donta Truss

vice president for
Enrollment Development

Miloš Topić

vice president and
chief digital officer

Jennifer Drake

dean of the College of
Liberal Arts and Sciences

Kyle Boone

director of Housing and
Residence Life
(Kendra Stanley-Mills)

Pacific, and a doctoral
degree in higher education
from Louisiana State
University.
“I am looking forward to
the possibility to interact
with our students,” Boone
said. “Their energy, even in
a socially distant space, has
been amazing.”
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College receives NSF grant to support
students earning combined degree
Grand Valley’s Padnos College of
Engineering and Computing has received
a nearly $1 million grant from the National
Science Foundation (NSF) for a program
that will support students who are earning
a combined bachelor’s and master’s degree
program in engineering.
Over the five years of the program, the
$967,019 award will provide financial
support to 30 full-time undergraduate
engineering students who will go on to
pursue a master’s degree in engineering
through the combined degree program.
Students selected for the program will
receive two years of scholarship support in
their final year of undergraduate study and
the first year of their graduate program.

The scholarship program is intended to
encourage academically talented students
from low-income backgrounds to pursue a
higher degree in engineering. In addition to
scholarships, the program will also provide
curricular and other support structures.
The program will also provide faculty
mentoring, cohort immersion, peer
mentoring, experiential learning, research
activities and much more.
“This unique NSF grant project provides
great support for our high- achieving
students in engineering who might not
have considered completing a master’s
degree due to financial limitations or family
obligations,” said Paul Plotkowski, dean
of the Padnos College of Engineering and

Computing, “The mentoring of these
students by experienced faculty is
known to be as important as the
scholarship support.”
Program leaders say the grant
funds will contribute to the national
need for well-educated scientists,
mathematicians, engineers
and technicians.
“The three-phased mentoring
and other critical infrastructure for
this project will enrich the students’
academic, social and professional
growth while improving the diversity
of our graduate engineering program,”
said Sanjivan Manoharan, assistant
professor in the School of Engineering.
“Connecting diverse and highly qualified
graduate engineering students to fulltime employment will provide several
societal benefits while also ensuring
the sustainability of the project.”

Virtual auditions:
students strive to
stand out via Zoom
In one way, the setting was
timeless: Hopeful performers,
full of nervous energy, took on
dramatic or comedic tones as
they read a part for a play, then
sang a song of their choice as
they closed out their audition.
In another way, the setting
was typical of the times: The
auditioning performers were
contained to a small Zoom
meeting box with the attendant
challenges we have all come to
know in 2020, such as screens
freezing at inopportune times
or audio glitches.
In the end, Karen Libman,
professor of theater, had
seen what she needed to cast
for a virtual performance
of “The Revolutionists,” by
Lauren Gunderson, in early
November. Libman, the show’s
director, was overseeing a
virtual production that meant
G R A ND VA LLE Y M AG AZ INE
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Alex Coy, stage
manager, watches an
audition to help cast
‘The Revolutionists.’
(Kendra Stanley-Mills)

auditions and rehearsals were
done over screens and the
traditional staging needed to
be reimagined for the
virtual world.
Libman was welcoming and
encouraging. Creating that
kind of atmosphere is crucial,
she said.
“Because we’re in an
educational setting, auditions
are an important process,”
Libman said. “I want the

students to feel seen and
heard, and I want them to
feel like they’ve done their
best, and if they weren’t
at their best, give them an
opportunity to read again.”
Patience and ingenuity
also came in handy, such as
using a shared screen for a
reading when a student had
connectivity issues.
At another juncture,
student Tay Terry was just

gaining momentum during
her reading when her screen
froze. She reconnected —
“I’m sorry, my apartment is
really bad” — and then dove
back in to her audition. And
she got the part.
For more virtual
performances from Music,
Theatre and Dance, visit
gvsu.edu/mtd.
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Ranked No. 1 best
employer in Michigan

University
earns national
rankings

Grand Valley is ranked

Forbes partnered with

No. 1 in Michigan by

a market research

Forbes in its list of

company to pinpoint

America’s best employers

the organizations liked

for 2020.

best by employees. The
rankings are divided into

In its second annual

51 lists: one for each of

ranking of “America’s

‘Best Bang
for the Buck’
Grand Valley was
named “Best Bang

the 50 states, plus the

Best Employers by State”

District of Columbia,

Forbes released a list

and was compiled

for each state, ranking

by surveying 80,000

the best 75 employers

Americans working for

in Michigan.

businesses with at least

for the Buck” among

Best college for
student voting

Midwest institutions by

GVSU also received

rankings guide.

500 employees.

Washington Monthly
in its 2020 college

accolades from
Washington Monthly for
In the “2021 Best

No. 146 in the master’s

Top university
in the Midwest

degree category. In 2019,

GVSU was again named

third overall for Top

the university received

a top university in the

Public Regional

similar honors.

Midwest by U.S. News

Universities in the

& World Report.

Midwest and eighth for

Best College for Student
Voting and was ranked

Colleges” rankings,
Grand Valley is ranked

Most Innovative Schools
in the Midwest.

25 years as
‘Best Buy’

Honored for
diversity, inclusion

Insight Into Diversity, the nation’s oldest

For the 25th year

The university again received national

Valley and 89 other institutions the 2020

in a row, Grand Valley

recognition for its efforts to broaden

Higher Education Excellence in Diversity

State University has

diversity and inclusion programs

(HEED) Award. It is the third time GVSU

been named one of

and outreach on campus.

has received the award, also earning it

America's 100 Best

and largest diversity-focused publication
in higher education, awarded Grand

in 2012 and 2019.

College Buys by Institutional
Research and Evaluation Inc., in Georgia.
Grand Valley is the only Michigan

U.S. News and World Report also lists GVSU as the Best Undergraduate

public higher education institution that

Engineering Programs, Best Undergraduate Business Programs in the

has made the list every year since the

Midwest, Midwest universities for Best Value (21st), Best Regional Midwest

designation began in 1995.

University (28th), Best For Veterans (20th), and a Top Performer on
Social Mobility (58th).
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TRIO programs receive
$4.5 million grants to support
first-generation students
Three TRIO programs at
Grand Valley received federal
grants totaling $4.5 million
over five years to continue
supporting students who are
first in their families to attend
college or have limited incomes.
They are the TRIO Student
Support Service programs:
the Classic program supports
students from any major;
STEM-Health Sciences and
Teacher Preparation programs
support students from those
specific disciplines.
Nykia Gaines, director of
TRIO SSS-STEM Health
Sciences, said the U.S.
Department of Education
grants will help more students
succeed and graduate from
college. The funding comes
at an opportune time, Gaines
said, as students face varying
challenges brought by the
COVID-19 pandemic.
“We have seen the pandemic
disproportionately affect
people based on their race and
socioeconomic backgrounds,”
Gaines said.

The three programs
collectively serve nearly
500 students. The STEMHealth Sciences and Teacher
Preparation programs each
received grants of $261,888
renewable for five years; the
Classic program received a
$372,200 grant.
Aliya Armstrong, director
of TRIO SSS Teacher
Preparation, said connecting
with students this semester
will be challenging but it
remains a hallmark of the
program, even after students
graduate. Armstrong relayed
a conversation she had with
a former TRIO participant
who graduated and was having
difficulties at a job.
“She was nervous and just
needed to bounce some ideas off
of someone. She did not know
who else to call,” Armstrong
said. “We are constantly
reminded why we do this work.
As a first-generation college
student myself, I completely
understand what it means to
navigate these waters and why
connections are so important.”

Pictured is Akilam Crawley at a 2019 commencement ceremony, wearing
a TRIO stole. Crawley was an active participant in the TRIO SSS Classic
program and served as a peer mentor. (Amanda Pitts)
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Ian Perez is a high
school student who
joined the Learner
Engagement
Challenge. (Kendra
Stanley-Mills)

Mantella elevates learners as
consultants to university
When a planned Grand Valley youth summit aimed
at pioneering new strategies for higher education was
canceled due to the pandemic, President Philomena V.
Mantella led efforts to redouble that commitment and
create a virtual program using the same guiding principles.
The result was the Learner Engagement Challenge,
a six-week program which involved 25 area high school
students, along with Grand Valley students, reimagining
the future of learning to meet the changing needs of the
21st century.
The impetus for the event came from a November
convening of educators, community leaders and students
to start mapping a blueprint for transforming education
to better serve students. The first-of-its-kind education
summit in Michigan brought together participants from
across the nation as part of Mantella’s Reach Higher
Together initiative.
What emerged from the subsequent Learner
Engagement Challenge was learner-centered work that
will help shape how Grand Valley moves forward in the
initiative, Mantella said.
“These learners have inspired us, and their ideas and
perspectives will play a key role as we lead the national
conversation on a new vision for 21st century education,”
Mantella said. “Their insights will help set us apart as
leaders who can model an educational system designed for
learners and by learners.”
Henry R. Muñoz III, CEO of Muñoz & Company, the
largest and oldest minority-owned architecture and design
practice in Texas, participated in the summit and said that
student voices are the most important voices.
“You have a lot to fight for. Never underestimate how
important you are to your community, your country, and to
each other,” Muñoz said.
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SUPPORTING FUTURE LEADERS

Supporting
Black Excellence
Brian ’08, ’14 & Olubunmi
(Bunmi) Parks ’08, ’13
INTERVIEW BY AMY BROSS ’00 / COURTESY PHOTO

Your careers started in
West Michigan and have
taken you back to Detroit.
Tell us about that.

ABOUT THE
PARKS
Brian:
Corporate
Financial Planning
& Analysis Analyst
- Special Projects,
General Motors
Bunmi:
Director of human
resources and
operations, Detroit
Justice Center
Family:
Two children,
ages 4 and 6

Brian: I have always had a career
in finance. I started at Mercantile
Bank as a commercial credit analyst
and then transitioned to Herman
Miller in the credit department as a
financial analyst, where I worked for
five years. I was recruited to General
Motors in 2016 and work there
as an analyst for the Corporate
Financial Planning & Analysis
department.
Bunmi: My career has included
a mix of all my passions. My first
job was coordinator for GVSU’s
Community Service Learning
Center. I then moved into human
resources for Cascade Engineering
for three years. I transitioned to the
City of Grand Rapids in a human
resources analyst role. While I was
working for the city, Brian was
recruited back home by GM when I
was eight months pregnant. I took
a year off to heal and bond with our
newborn while getting adjusted to
a new home.
When I went back to work, I took
a senior level job with a chemical
manufacturing company before
accepting my dream job with a local
nonprofit, Detroit Justice Center.

What are your favorite things
about living in Detroit?
Brian: My favorite things about
Detroit are the culture, rich history,
the fact my family is here, the food
and the number of opportunities.

Talk about your commitment
to Detroit’s revitalization.
Brian: My wife and I have been
in real estate since 2014. We are
working to continue to rehab homes
and apartment buildings in Detroit.
So far, we have done two projects
in the area.

Why did you choose to
attend Grand Valley?
Bunmi: After taking a trip to GVSU
with my high school, I fell in love
with the campus. I could see myself
at Grand Valley, and it was just far
enough from home for me to feel
like I went away for college.

What were your campus
experiences like?
Brian: I worked a lot with the
National Society of Black Engineers.
It helped me to network with
people, give back and attend
national conferences, which
opened my eyes to the world. I
earned a finance and economics
degree and I worked for the Van
Andel Global Trade Center, within
the Seidman College of Business.
Bunmi: I started out as a preengineering student, so my first
college days were spent at the
Keller Engineering lab making a
key chain. After switching my major,
I got immersed in volunteering and
experiencing campus life. I had
an on-campus job in the Human
Resources Benefits Office that
helped shape my career. While
working and studying, I served
on Student Senate, National
Society of Black Engineers, the
M-Programs through the Office
of Multicultural Affairs, and I
played intramural volleyball.

You give to the Couch Black
Excellence Scholarship,
established by Michael ’06 and
Janean ’05, ’08 Couch. Why is that
particular fund important to you?
Brian: It’s important to us to give
to that scholarship because we
believe in Black excellence and
ensuring people of color have the
tools they need to succeed in higher
education. GVSU opened my eyes to
so many opportunities in this world
and surrounded us with a network
of people who I continue to work
with to increase wealth in the Black
community. We want to make sure
the needs of people are taken care
of so they can live out their dreams.
Bunmi: We love Michael and
Janean and support anything they
are doing. We also strongly believe
in providing opportunities for others
as people provided for us; it’s our
way of paying it forward.

Why do you feel that giving back
to Grand Valley is important?
Brian: It’s important because
someone gave so I can be where I
am today. We must continue to do
the same for the next generation.

What would you say to
others to encourage giving
back to Grand Valley?
Bunmi: We encourage everyone
to give back to GVSU. Life is about
more than just taking, and we firmly
believe in the principle of sowing
and harvesting.

SUPPORTING FUTURE LE ADERS
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Mathias Alten
at 150:
An artist whose paintings reflect
timeless themes of change leaves
indelible place in GVSU’s art
collection and history
STORY BY PEG WEST | PHOTOS BY VALERIE WOJCIECHOWSKI
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This is the story of an
immigrant who settled in West
Michigan, who contended with
rapid and immense societal
change, who withstood the
isolation of a pandemic and
who, while influenced by world
travels, celebrated the beauty in
his local surroundings.
It is a story told through a
paintbrush as the 20th century
dawned, by a German-born
artist who always stayed true to
himself by painting the world
his way, in the way he saw it.
When Mathias Alten saw
modernization, he favored
depicting nostalgic rural
scenes. When he experienced
the isolation of the 1918

pandemic, he looked within,
resulting in a notable number
of self-portraits during that era.
When he traveled domestically
and internationally, he often
painted with a burst of inspired
creativity.
But no matter the inspiration
from international travels,
which included many major
artistic and cultural centers, he
always came back to Michigan.
“Alten painted the landscape
of Michigan throughout
his entire career from
different perspectives,” said
Nathan Kemler, director of
Grand Valley’s galleries and
collections. “He painted the
lakeshore, the cities and the
rural areas.”
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Kemler said these
environmental landscapes
were what initially spoke to
George Gordon, who along with
his wife, Barbara, donated 35
paintings in 1998 to initiate
Grand Valley’s collection of the
impressionist artist referred
to as the Dean of Michigan
painters.
The momentum that ensued
after that initial donation, and
with continued support, has
led to Grand Valley holding
not only the world’s largest
public collection of the artist’s
work but also the entire artist
Catalogue Raisonné and
published scholarship.
“All of this is only possible
because of the Gordons’
contributions and their passion
not only for Mathias Alten but
also art in general,” Kemler
said. “The Gordons could have
done several different things
with that collection. They

shared our vision that works
need to be seen, they need to be
shared and they need to be out
in front as much as possible, not
in storage.”
That is why it is appropriate
that on the occasion of the
150th anniversary of Alten’s
birth in 1871, the Art Gallery
is sharing his enduring legacy
throughout the state in a
traveling exhibition.
TELLING ALTEN’S
STORY STATEWIDE
The first stop for the exhibition,
“Mathias J. Alten: An American
Artist at the Turn of the
Century,” was the Dennos
Museum Center in Traverse
City. Other scheduled venues
are the Daughtrey Gallery at
Hillsdale College, the Michigan
Historical Museum in Lansing
and the Muskegon Museum of
Art, said Joel Zwart, curator

of exhibitions for the Art
Gallery, who added officials are
working through hosting dates
due to the uncertainty from
COVID-19.
The exhibition includes
more than 40 works drawn
from the Art Gallery collection,
historical photos and personal
artifacts such as brushes to
fully tell the story of Alten’s life,
Zwart said.
“In some ways, we see this
exhibition as a gift to the state
of Michigan,” Zwart said.
Said Kemler: “Narratives
of empathy, peace, love, social
justice, equity — all core
elements to what it means to
be human — are told through
art. I believe the stories art tells
belong to everybody, and we
want to take these stories into
our communities and across
our state.”
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A piece is moved in preparation
for the traveling exhibition,
‘Mathias J. Alten: An American
Artist at the Turn of the Century.’

ONE ARTIST’S
TAKE ON CHANGE
Alten’s story is in many ways
a timeless one of someone
trying to make sense of change,
Kemler said. In Alten’s time,
he witnessed rapid advances
in transportation, industry,
agricultural machinery
and more.
“While he was living with
it in his every day, he decided
to paint what was happening
before these great changes,”
Kemler said. “Everyone
embraces change differently.”
Alten would use artistic
license to hide modernization,
Kemler said. If Alten was
painting a landscape dominated
by a smokestack, he would omit
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it. Kemler also noted that of the approximately 3,000
works Alten created, only one contained the image
of a car.
Alten showed a particular affinity for painting
agricultural scenes showing oxen, horses or more
traditional equipment, Kemler said. Alten would
even depict these operations from what he saw
while traveling internationally to such places as the
Netherlands or Spain, but many of the prevalent
scenes were from Michigan.
In fact, Alten would use modern transportation
such as the electric interurban to travel to Ottawa
County farmlands to paint these favored scenarios,
said Matthew Daley, associate professor of history
and an expert on West Michigan history. Many
farmers in that area had small operations and it
made sense to continue with traditional agricultural
methods such as animal power.

Below: Preparing the pieces for the traveling
exhibition involved meticulous work.
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Daley incorporates
Alten into his coursework
on local history as well as
urban and industrial history.
While some art of that era
glorified industry, Daley said
Alten’s general shunning
of modernization provides
an important counterpoint
for students as they study
industrialization and how it
affected Grand Rapids.
“I want students to think
of other depictions of Grand
Rapids, the industrial life, and
the different representations
of West Michigan especially
during his lifetime and that
transformation,” Daley said.
“Alten did a number of works
depicting Grand Rapids with
his style, and he presents a
particular image of the city,
always with a focus on
the river.”
Daley has taken his
students to the George and
Barbara Gordon Gallery
on the Pew Grand Rapids
Campus and has enjoyed
watching them reflect on what
they saw in paintings when
they then go out into the city.
He said a number
of students find they
connect with Alten’s more
straightforward artistic style.

Above: The gallery named for George and
Barbara Gordon, whose initial donation
set Grand Valley on course to hold the
world’s largest public collection of
Mathias Alten paintings.

Kemler noted Alten’s work is more
subtle as opposed to hitting viewers
with emotion, inviting them to slow
down and reflect.
LASTING IMPACT
Since that initial donation more than
20 years ago, the collection has grown
well beyond initial expectations,
Kemler said. It includes 120 works in
two dedicated galleries as well as three
different dedicated endowment funds
set up around Alten.
The gallery is generally open for
free every Friday and Saturday, which
matches Grand Valley’s mission of
offering a borderless, barrier-free
gallery. Kemler is envisioning ways
to continue to tell Alten’s story and
highlight the nuances, helping us see
ourselves.
The impact from the faith that the
Gordons put in Grand Valley to be
stewards of these works, part of the
third-largest art collection in the state,
was both immediate and long-lasting,
Kemler said.
“The magnitude of the Alten
collection is that it is a premier
collection that initially put Grand Valley
on the art map,” Kemler said. “Alten is
one of the most important painters in
the history of Michigan and is a known
painter across the country, and we have
been able to raise awareness about him
through Grand Valley, giving him
higher visibility.”
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ESSENTIAL ALTEN
Pictured on pg. 24

Find out more about Alten and his work as Joel Zwart, curator
of exhibitions for the Art Gallery, describes pieces that
represent some central themes found in Alten’s paintings.

Mathias J. Alten,
Self Portrait, Myself at 66,
1937, oil on canvas. GVSU Art
Gallery, Gift of George H. and
Barbara Gordon (2009.90.1)

2

This piece from 1937 is the
last known self-portrait he
completed, as he passed away
the following year from a
heart attack. Self-portraiture
was something Alten returned
to on a number of occasions
in his lifetime, including the
period during WWI and the
1918 flu pandemic when he
painted quite a few from the
confines of his studio (albeit
more formal than this one).
2
Mathias J. Alten,
Hauling the Boulder,
1910, oil on canvas.
GVSU Art Gallery, Gift of
George H. and Barbara
Gordon (2016.65.1)

4

3

Over his career, Alten returned
to paint scenes that combined
manual labor and the rural
Michigan landscape. This
piece illustrates Alten’s
commitment to that subject
matter. In it, we see a farmer
bending down to connect a
boulder to his team of horses,
whose breath is visible in
the cold air. Above them, the
sun begins to break through
dark clouds, illuminating
and warming this agrarian
landscape.
3
Mathias J. Alten, Oxen, Boat
and Fishermen, Valencia,
1912, oil on canvas. GVSU Art
Gallery, Gift of George H. and
Barbara Gordon (2018.66.1)
Alten’s visits to Spain had
a profound effect on his
work, and contributed to
the lightening of his palette.
As in his experience in the
Netherlands and other
locations, Alten sought

5

out environments with
traditional laborers and
nostalgic settings. Here
we see traditional Spanish
sardine fishermen using
oxen to pull their boats
onshore near Cabañal.
4
Mathias J. Alten, Sunset,
Lake Michigan, 1931, oil on
canvas. GVSU Art Gallery,
Gift of George H. and
Barbara Gordon (2018.58.1)
This is a quintessential
West Michigan scene. Alten
painted many landscapes
around the interior of the
state of Michigan during
his lifetime, and also spent
time along the lakeshore.
Here we see the sun slowly
sinking amidst clouds over
Lake Michigan, casting pink,
orange, yellow and purple
throughout the composition.
5
Mathias J. Alten, Picnic
at Macatawa, 1904, oil
on canvas. GVSU Art
Gallery, Gift of George
H. and Barbara Gordon
(1998.580.1)
Finally, this earlier work by
Alten is an autobiographical
account of his family
enjoying a picnic in the
dunes near Holland,
Michigan. By the start of the
20th century, recreational
activities became
increasingly accessible to
the middle and working
classes. Residents of Grand
Rapids, such as the Altens,
would take the electric
interurban to the lakeshore
to enjoy time away from
work and the city. This
wonderfully intimate scene
also illustrates the influence
of Impressionism on Alten.
Using visible brush strokes,
Alten emphasizes the
changing qualities of
light as it is filtered
through the trees.
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Detroit photographer
builds business,
provides hope to
aspiring artists
STORY BY SUSAN M.K. HOWARD ’10 AND ’15

The owner of Matthew LaVere Photography is a self-professed
gearhead who particularly loves using the equipment and
problem-solving required during photo shoots.
From technical needs, such as
proper equipment and lighting,
to emotional needs, like client
expectations and stress levels, a
wide range of problem-solving takes
place during a photo shoot. This is
especially true since, as a part of his
artistic process, Matthew LaVere ’10
takes great care to construct images
that require minimal photo editing.
“I enjoy the process of constructing
an image, and the equipment it takes,
almost more than the final result,” he
said. “It takes all these baby steps to
make a final image.”
As a photography major, LaVere
learned most of those “baby steps”
while at Grand Valley. The techniques
he studied during his senior project
have remained especially helpful,
he said, as he still puts them into
practice.
LaVere is a Detroit-based
photographer specializing in
portraiture, corporate and advertising
assignments. He has worked for
clients such as the Food Network,
Volkswagen and Detroit Home
Magazine, to name a few.
“The best part of my job is that
every day is different,” said LaVere.
“One day I could be photographing
cars, another day a corporate CEO,
another day headshots for models, or
yet another day a local chef and some
of their dishes. The variety allows me
to be creative and enjoy what I do
for a living.”
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In addition to his photography
major, LaVere pursued a business
minor while at Grand Valley. He
always knew he wanted a career
outside of the 9-5 office setting.
Owning his own business was one
way to do just that.
“I’m glad I earned a liberal
education rather than attending
an art school and focusing solely
on photography. The business
curriculum and the connections I
made with people who had different
interests prepared me for success,”
explained LaVere. “I interacted with
photographers, but also people in
accounting, finance, marketing,
advertising, graphic design, and
so on. These connections led to
networking opportunities and paid
projects after school.”
LaVere appreciated his study
abroad experience as well. In 2009,
he studied for a summer in Rome at
John Cabot University; he said that
adventure helped him gain personal
confidence. It also kicked off his love
for traveling and learning about
new cultures.
It was important for LaVere to
learn more about the Korean culture.
As a Korean adoptee, he said he
naturally wanted to know more about
where he was born. In 2014, he started
sharing his adoptee experience on
social media to validate what he was
going through. He also wanted to
provide hope to others, reassuring
them that they were not alone in their

journey, struggles and uncertainties.
Nor were they alone in their triumphs
and successes.
As part of his mission to
both learn and educate, LaVere
photographed a trip to South Korea
on assignment with the luxury brand
Shinola, and has traveled to Seoul
several times since. He also started
a “Korean Adoptee Portrait Series,”
which he shares on his blog with his
subjects’ stories.
“I share resources about Korean
culture and lifestyle with other
adoptees in the hopes of filling
in some identity gaps, and then
naturally boosting their self-esteem,”
LaVere said. “It’s an emotionally
taxing project, but it’s important and
rewarding work.”
In addition to supporting the
Korean adoptee community, LaVere
helps his fellow Lakers in numerous
ways. He has made financial gifts
to the university, mentored young
photographers, talked to students in
classes and addressed the audience
at Grand Valley’s Convocation one
year. LaVere said he especially likes
to support students of color, noting
these students sometimes do not
have a support group knowledgeable
in attainable, non-traditional careers.
“You are very much capable of
making a living as an artist,” LaVere
said. “You just have to be smart about
it and allow room for failure. Failure
has to be allowed for success. There’s
no shortcut, but there is hope.”
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Photos taken by LaVere;
clockwise from top left:
Seoul, South Korea, from
Namsun Tower | Sharon
Gauci, General Motors executive
director of global design for
Car Design News | Matthew
LaVere self-portrait |
Ralph Gilles, FCA head of
design for Car Design News |
Olivier Franćois, FCA chief
marketing officer for
Billboard Magazine
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Watch Tim Evans, ninja
botanist, in a video posted
online at gvsu.edu/
gvmagazine.
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For the love of plants
Tim Evans methodically tends
GVSU herbarium and will also do
acrobatics to get your attention
STORY BY PEG WEST / PHOTOS BY AMANDA PITTS

Tim Evans peppers his
presentations and conversations
about botany with a folksy vibe,
pop cultural references and even
somersaulting, all to heighten
interest in plants, a true passion
for him.
He also is a meticulous
scientist with an encyclopedic
recall of plant species who
is dedicated to working with
students to help them not
only learn about botany but
also understand the research
techniques necessary for
working in a scientific field.
That attention to detail is
evident in a storage room deep
within the Kindschi Hall of
Science. Evans, professor of
biology, curates about 6,500
species of pressed plants for the
Grand Valley herbarium.
He shares a flurry of
information as he pulls files of
pressed plants from a cabinet,
quickly identifying what
specimens represent distinctive
characteristics of the collection,
such as oldest or most unusual.
This appreciation for botany
is not how Evans had envisioned

HIS FAVORITE
Evans calls Tradescantia
(common name spiderwort)
beautiful, in particular
because of its flower.

his future. He entered his
undergraduate studies as a
pre-veterinarian student. During
a biology class that studied
both animals and plants, Evans
realized his fascination actually
was with vegetation.
“I switched to botany and
never looked back,” Evans said.
The GVSU herbarium is one
beneficiary of that discovered
passion. Since his arrival in
2008, Evans has organized and
digitized information about the
specimens that he said can also
be helpful for the larger herbaria
collective network. For instance,
the records in these research
archives can help climate change
researchers identify shifts
over time in a plant’s flowering
season.
Evans said all herbariums
provide a long-term record of
plants in a particular area. For
Grand Valley’s, that means a
strong representation of plants
across Michigan as well as
specimens from places such
as Alaska and Puerto Rico for
fellow Biology Department
researchers.
He said he even has, under
lock and key, a specimen of
Phragmites (common name
reed), which is a highly invasive
species that has replaced most
of the native population. To
collect the specimen, he needed
to obtain a permit as well as
promise to secure it.
Having the plant on hand
allows for molecular study,
which fulfills a prime herbarium
function, Evans said.
“Whenever we publish a
research paper that includes

molecular data, we need to have
a voucher specimen deposited
in a recognized herbarium to
document the plant that the
DNA was extracted from,”
Evans said.
Another central purpose for
the herbarium is as a teaching
resource. Evans uses the
herbarium for students in his
systematic botany course, and
said the archive helps students
learn information about plants
and how to use best research
practices.
“I tell the students, ‘If you
make a collection and you don’t
get other information with
it, such as the date, where it
was collected and the habitat
information for that specimen,
science-wise, it has lost all of its
value,’” Evans said.
Grady Zuiderveen, ’09, a
botanist with the U.S. Forest
Service, recalls the rigor of
that course. He also noted the
dedication Evans shows to
students helped make the hard
work worth it.
“I was always taught not to
pass up a good opportunity, and
I feel like Tim gave me that first
opportunity when it comes to
plants,” Zuiderveen said.
He said his deep research
experience with Evans started
as a first-year undergraduate.
Along the way, a book
recommendation from Evans
about ethnobotany led to
Zuiderveen’s own “aha” moment
for his career. Zuiderveen also
fondly recalled Evans’ endearing
personality and how he wove
moments of whimsy into his
plant presentations.

Now, about the
somersaulting.
Evans has recorded YouTube
videos about botany that
showcase both his passion
for plants and his passion for
fun. He even depicts a Rambolike character with a necktie
wrapped around his head. Who
somersaults on a sidewalk. And
does a kick jump before a lesson
on poison ivy.
His enthusiasm is infectious,
never more so than when he
talks about his all-time favorite
plant: Tradescantia (common
name spiderwort), which is from
a plant family he has researched
extensively.
Not what you expected?
He gets it.
“That genus is beautiful. It
has bright deep blue to pink
or violet flowers,” Evans said.
“Some are weedy. Some people
hate them because they can be
pretty aggressive, but I think
they’re beautiful.”
As it turns out, his holy grail
is a plant from that family.
Tradescantia bracteata is a
species he knows from the state
of Wyoming, and he also learned
it was collected in Allegan
County in 1938.
The scientist in him knows
it is considered locally extinct.
But the plant enthusiast in him
often wins out, and he will find
himself in late spring driving
around places he would expect
it to grow.
“I can’t get it out of my mind,”
Evans said. “I have to find it.”

RESEARCH

CN_F20_P3.indd 31

31

CAMPUS NE WS

9/13/22 12:20 PM

View more photos
online at gvsu.edu/
gvmagazine.

Tomatoes are harvested;
at right, Amanda Buday,
assistant professor of
sociology and environmental
sustainability studies,
volunteers at SAP.
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Community garden
beds and a praying
mantis resting on Swiss
chard are pictured.

Margaux Sellnau,
interim farm manager
and educator,
is pictured.

S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y

Harvesting Hope
PHOTOS BY KENDRA STANLEY-MILLS

Since May, the Sustainable Agriculture Project,
the university’s educational farm, has donated
more than 500 pounds of produce to support
communities impacted by COVID-19.
Margaux Sellnau, interim farm manager and
educator, said: “Once COVID-19 hit, we saw a
drastic need in the community on a multitude
of levels. By providing fresh produce on shelves
and flowers on doorsteps, we are hoping to
encourage others to take that step
closer to hope.”

SUS TA IN A BIL I T Y
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WAYS TO HELP
Looking for ways
to support current
students during
this time?

Give
Consider giving to
the Student Support
Fund. Gifts will go
directly to meet
immediate student
needs. Visit
gvsu.edu/give.

Volunteer
There are many ways
to volunteer, even
now. Visit gvsu.edu/
alumni/volunteer
to learn more.

ALUMNI
NEWS

Update
Does Alumni
Relations have your
most recent contact
information? Make
sure to update
online at gvsu.edu/
alumni/update to
stay connected.
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Alumni and students are connected
through a new program: Project Pen Pals.
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No move-in
help, but alumni
support for students
continues
Since 2003 alumni have volunteered during GVSU
Move-In Week in late August, welcoming Lakers to
campus and helping them carry boxes and bags to
their new home.
Fall semester 2020 needed
to look different because of
COVID-19 safety precautions.
While assisting with Move-In was
not an option, it was still important
to provide opportunities for
alumni to connect with and
help students.
“Community is as important
as ever,” said Chris Barbee ’88,
director of Alumni Relations. “We
still wanted to use fall as a time to
welcome the newest Lakers into
the Grand Valley family.”
Because volunteers would not
receive a Grand Valley T-shirt
in-person, a commemorative 2020
shirt was designed and sold. Each
purchase included a $10 gift to
the Student Support Fund, which
helps students experiencing
unexpected hardships continue
their education. Barbee said this
proved a good avenue for alumni
who live out-of-state to show their
support. T-shirts were purchased
by alumni in 19 different states
and a total of $2,220 was raised
for students.

Alumni were also encouraged
to participate in a new initiative
called Project Pen Pals. Using
the traditional “pen-pal” method,
students and alumni, who both
opted-in to the program, were
matched based on how often and
by what means they would like to
be contacted. Alumni were asked
to send notes, texts and/or emails
of encouragement throughout the
semester to their student pen pal.
More than 250 alumni have agreed
to participate.
“With an academic year unlike
any before, we are grateful for
alumni being willing to help
students in new and various ways,”
Barbee said.

$2,220 was raised for
the Student Support
Fund from sales of
a commemorative
2020 Move-In shirt.
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TOP WAYS ALUMNI
CONNECT WITH GVSU

F E AT U R E

The results are in:

2020 GVSU alumni survey
More than 2,600 alumni completed the 2020 Alumni
Survey created by the Alumni Relations team.
Results are highlighted below and provide the
university with a better understanding of alumni
expectations, opinions, experiences and loyalties.

Read Campus
News

SURVEY RESULTS ARE FROM
Attend
Alumni Events

Alumni with a....
UNDERGRADUATE DEGREE

All 52

75%

Graduating Classes
in GVSU History

Visit
Campus

GRADUATE DEGREE

13%

Provide
Financial Support

BOTH

49
States

11%

Attend
Athletic Events

and

6

93%

Continents

have a positive
opinion of GVSU
Volunteer/Mentor
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ALUMNI WOULD LIKE TO SEE MORE OF
WHAT IMPACTS ALUMNI
OPINION OF GVSU

Campus Beauty

Opportunities to
mentor students

Professional
development and lifelong
learning opportunities

7%

48%

45%

Value of / Respect for Degree

5%

60%

35%

Presence in the Community
Access
to career
support
services
Alumni benefits &
discounts

7%

54%

39%

Affordability

10%

56%

34%

Diverse & Inclusive Environment

16%
Networking
with other
alumni

54%

Little
Impact

30%

Moderate
Impact

Significant
Impact

In response to the above
results, Alumni Relations
is taking these actions:
Adding new professional
development, careerfocused, and lifelong
learning programming,
especially Grand Valley’s
unique Laker Lifetime
Learning (L3) commitment
Developing new networking
opportunities beyond a
traditional happy hour

Expanding virtual events to
reach alumni whose schedules
make it difficult to attend in
person, as well as alumni who
live outside of West Michigan
Expanding and betterpromoting alumni benefits
and discounts

Exploring programming that
supports alumni of color and
LGBTQIA alumni, along with
opportunities for alumni to
support students of color
and LGBTQIA students
Identifying additional
opportunities for alumni
to mentor students

Thank you for participating in the survey, more results are online at gvsu.edu/alumni/survey.
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LAKER LANDINGS

Share your update!

EVENTS

These Lakers are staying connected by using our
Laker Landings website, gvsu.edu/lakerlandings.

Although much of our
in-person programming
has been put on hold, join
these virtual events.

CAREER UPDATE

Susquehanna University has
named Michael Dixon ’07
chief inclusion and diversity
officer. Dixon had served as
chief diversity officer and
director of intercultural
services at Manchester
University.

Navigating Complicated
Conversations in
Turbulent Times

MILITARY SERVICE
CAREER UPDATE

Amber (Hendrick)
Ravikumar ’14 & ’16
is a social worker and
entered a new career as
a trauma therapist for
children and families.
She also volunteers
at Equine-Assisted
Development as a
therapist. Ravikumar
grew up raising and
training horses with
her father.

Bark at Your Park

BIRTH/ADOPTION

Jeremy Dewar, ’11, ’16,
and Dawn Dewar, ’12, ’16,
welcomed Wyatt Nash
Dewar into the world
April 10, 2020.

Michael Rediske ’08
earned a doctoral degree
in dental surgery from
the University of Detroit
Mercy in 2013 and then
joined the U.S. Air Force.
He achieved the rank
of major and received
the Meritorious Service
Medal. He maintains a
private dental practice
in Hudsonville and
continues his service as
a dentist in the Michigan
Air National Guard.

Emerging Trends and the
Future of Social Media

Stay in touch, network and get involved!

For upcoming
events, visit
gvsu.edu/
alumni/events
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Visit gvsu.edu/alumni or follow us
on our social media channels!
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